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Education agents are integral to the international education industry, and to the process of the student study experience.  Education agents are used by most education providers in their recruitment activities and by 60% of students coming to Australia (compared with 19% in the UK and only 3% in the USA - International Student Barometer data 2007/2008).  Given that Australia outperforms its competitors in terms of recruitment of students from overseas–Australia’s higher education sector has the highest proportional intake of international students amongst OECD countries (Universities Australia, 2009), it is reasonable to argue that education agents are fundamental to the industry’s continued success, and should be regarded as a valued partner to Australian providers.
Education agents are not just active at the point of enquiry and application, many take an interest in and responsibility for liaison with students and families to protect student welfare, and offer ongoing support. They are also represented in many countries by highly organised and professional agent associations with their own communication networks and codes of practice.  In spite of this, education agents attract bad press and criticism from within the industry itself. When a minority of unscrupulous individuals engage in poor and/or unprofessional behavior in their recruitment activities, education agents collectively present an easy target.  
What the Australian media thinks of education agents
We are all aware of the recent interest the Australian and international media has shown in international education matters, particularly incidents relating to violence, student accommodation and, somewhat oddly, education agents.  Given that international education is less familiar in the public domain than other industries such as tourism, a media flurry about ‘dodgy’ education agents has been  surprisingly persistent and provocative. 
Amongst the media comments are the role education agents play in the “cheap and dirty route to permanent residency” (The Australian HES, 19/08/2009), “countless” students being “duped, fleeced or blatantly misled by offshore education agents” (The Age 23/05/09), and the practice of agents and providers of “reaping substantial profits by supplying false documents for potential visa applicants” (Sydney Morning Herald 27/07/09). 
We need not dwell on what the papers say, but we do need to be clear about our own perceptions, knowledge and attitudes towards education agents, and how international education can be protected and strengthened, whatever the media might do to confuse the issues. 
What the industry thinks of education agents
The recent submissions to the Senate Education Employment and Workplace Relations Committee provided a timely opportunity for the industry to speak its mind.  We now have a snapshot of what the industry is, who operates within it, and what the key issues are.  When one considers at least 20 percent of the 107 or so submissions came from non-education specific groups and individuals such as community groups, unions, and external service providers, we have an insight into the industry’s scope and relevance.
Major themes and general consensus about major issues were evident across the submissions. These included:
· a widespread and unified call for public transport concessions for international students in Victoria  and NSW;

· the need for urgent  solutions to accommodation problems, particularly in major cities;

· a recognition of the importance of providing students with independent advocacy or ombudsman services;
· extensive descriptions of socially inclusive practices and programs already established by education providers, with issues identified relating to community involvement;
· work-related matters including the 20 hour work limitation, the need for course-related internships and graduate opportunities;
· a general agreement that greater regulation is needed to monitor and control education agents.
A theme not generally evident but should have been, was professional development, which, it is suggested, underpins workforce capacity in this area.  Few submissions addressed this issue in any detail and only a few alluded to the importance of training the people who directly provide services to students, notably International Education Services, Navitas, CQU, Southern Cross University and ISANA. 
Many of the Senate Committee submissions called for a tighter regulatory scheme for education agents, but this could have potentially serious consequences for the education industry, if agents were motivated to recruit for Australia’s competitor countries where (apart from the US) there are fewer constraints on agent behaviour.  Another argument to require education agents to become Registered Migration Agents would be unacceptable for many reputable, high-achieving education agents.  The Migration Institute of Australia (MIA) suggests an approach that would see migration agents expanding their training to include Australian education specialisations such as is found in the Education Agent Training Course (MIA submission, p.3).
We should question the assumption that greater regulation will eliminate poor agents or improve agent behavior.  Some evidence that underground migration agent activity exists after de-registration, and that a voluntary code of conduct existing now for migration agents “hasn’t stopped unscrupulous behavior.” (Maureen Horder CEO, Migration Institute of Australia, The Australian, 19/08/09).  

It should be remembered that education agents are already regulated through the ESOS Act, (National Code 2007, standard 4), although it may be that “institutions which are highly reliant upon income derived from the students recruited by these agents have no incentive to monitor the behavior or cancel a contract when unscrupulous behavior occurs” (Go8 submission, p9).  The view of the International Education Association of Australia is that “education institutions should set standards for the operation of agents, possibly at a sector wide or possibly industry wide level and be held accountable for ensuring agents act to meet these standards.” (IEAA submission, p.6). 
In the Senate Committee submissions, education agents are essentially viewed in the context of regulation and compliance, rogue practices and frequently the source of unfortunate student experiences–which to a degree can be demonstrated.  In a sense, they appear as external and problematic to the industry.  However, it is more appropriate to consider education agents as industry stakeholders or perhaps as business partners, and as “a valuable part of the industry” (Navitas submission p.13).  If we want to understand and improve student experience, upon which the Senate Committee has set its focus, then perhaps a less ‘industry’ and more ‘ human relationships’ approach might be warranted (University of Sydney submission).  We also need to acknowledge that many education agents take responsibility for their own behavior – through agent associations, work with alumni groups and undertaking the Education Agent Training Course.  This proactivity is recognised and supported in a number of submissions, including those from English Australia, the Law Institute of Victoria, ACPET, Navitas and International Education Services. 
What education agents think of Australian education
Part of the Australian Government’s Study in Australia 2010 initiative announced by Education Minister Julia Gillard on 16 March 2009 was the commitment of resources to activities aimed at improving student experience, and Australia’s international reputation for education provision.  This included addressing training and quality issues relating to education agents.  Resources were allocated to International Education Services through Professional International Education Resources (PIER) for the development and delivery of a series of 20 workshops and focus groups in 13 locations across 6 countries, between May and August, with participation from around 1100 individuals, 175 of these in focus groups.  Among the findings of the focus group survey and discussions were the following:
· Education agents agree that Australia is a preferable study destination to other countries, and rated highly in its quality of education, education standards, support services and the overall student experience. 

· While most agents believe that the cost of living for students is reasonable, they are concerned about rising costs, including visa and tuition fees.
· Education agents strongly support the ESOS Act and the National Code of Practice as regulatory and protective mechanisms, and use these in their advising of students.

· In general, education agents find the student visa regime clear, transparent and more straightforward than regimes in other countries.

· Relationships between agents and providers are important to education agents, and most are satisfied with these relationships.

· Education agents are very conscious of the value of best practice information and examples, and want to do more to have this information shared between agents and providers.

· There are some significant differences in the views about student support services, although most agents are satisfied with the level of welfare and learning support.  

· Agents are generally interested in issues relating to student experience, including student security and community involvement, and consider these issues are relevant to their professional roles in advising students.

· Education agents are generally concerned that limited accommodation options and cost of living are less favorable in Australia than other destination countries. 

· Many agents are worried that work opportunities, particularly professional internships are lacking in some areas.
· Education agents believe that their marketing and advising roles are very important to the Australian education industry.  

· Education agents are strong advocates of their professional standing and believe that their expertise is enhanced by the Education Agent Training Course.
In addition, education agents are very concerned about the perceptions of agents portrayed in the media, and in other places.  From the focus group data, it was clear that they would like to see this type of reputation-damaging behavior terminated.  
Working together for the benefit of international students needs an approach which includes education agents as partners in the diverse international education workforce, with responsibility for quality, capability and reputation being shared.  
